Neuroendocrine peptides in milk.
Milk, which is a mammal-specific biologic fluid, contains several neuroendocrine peptides at concentrations higher than those found in plasma. These neuroendocrine peptides can be synthesized or processed in the mammary gland or excreted into milk through various pathways. In addition, certain milk proteins, notably casein, can be enzymatically processed to release "exorphins," peptides with opioid activities. In suckling mammals, hormones and neuropeptides are absorbed through the gastrointestinal tract and appear intact in the plasma. This absorption is age dependent and could have physiologic significance in neonatal development.